
Guidelines for Museums/Heritage sites 

The anniversary of the First World War provides a wonderful opportunity to challenge perceived 

understandings of the conflict and to engage those who do not relate to the subject in any way. It is 

also an excellent opportunity to create dialogue; to find out how people understand the conflict and 

engage with the processes that have shaped, or failed to shape, their conceptions. In order to 

enhance the knowledge of those who already have some interest in the conflict, it might be useful to 

push them in different directions and open up other perspectives and contexts. The following may 

be of help in trying to facilitate such a process and consists of a series of challenges to what might be 

called the primary points of entry into the history of the war: 

Topics to challenge and nuance 

 War memorials as the way to explore the local history of an area in the First World War. War 

memorials are undoubtedly fascinating and valuable entries into study, but by privileging the 

dead, they perpetuate the idea that virtually every mobilised man (they rarely list women) 

was killed in the conflict. Thus, if a war memorial is to be used, encourage people to explore 

the lives of those who returned, too. Alternatively, encourage study into the memorial itself 

– who commissioned the memorial? Who paid for it and how? What guidelines were used to 

determine who was included and excluded? What was the unveiling ceremony like? Such 

questions start to unravel why the history of the First World War is so much connected with 

the dead of the First World War rather than the survivors. 

 The status of the famous war poets as key interpreters of the war experience. Ask people to 

consider the rank, social class, pre-service biographies of the poet, the depth and breadth of 

their wartime readership and whether a poet only truly became famous and influential long 

after the war.  

 The status of the Western Front as the only, rather than the primary, theatre of war. Of 

course, for Kent it is particularly easy to bring in maritime and aviation angles, but with the 

local units fighting in places like Mesopotamia, Salonika and Palestine, people can be 

encourage to consider the true global significance of the conflict. 

 Shot at dawn and conscientious objectors. Rather than take what might be called the Pat 

Barker approach, consider it from a wider perspective and from the angle of statistics and 

proportion. Just how many people fell into these categories and how were they treated? 

Does the history in fact reveal that Britain remained a remarkably liberal society even during 

a moment of national emergency? 

 Home Front knowledge of the fighting fronts. This is a fascinating issue and allows for study 

of the exchange of information between the home and fighting fronts, exactly what was 

censored and what wasn’t. 

Other useful themes 

 The meetings of cultures. With Kent proving to be a melting pot of national and racial groups 

during the war, the global war issue can be explored very effectively. 

 Wartime life on the home front. Exactly what impact did conscription, female mobilisation, 

rationing, air raid precautions, the absence of certain categories of local men etc have on 

lives in the county? How were people entertained and informed on the home front? What 



did they read, watch, and listen to? Was there a perception that crime and immorality 

increased or decreased due to the war? What was said about conscientious objectors, prices 

and inflation, shortages? 

 Women and children and the home and fighting fronts. These are very interesting angles, 

but it is always necessary to take class into account. To what extent did class prove more 

important on shaping experience than gender or age on the home front?  

 Demobilisation and reconstruction. What happened at the end of the war? How did people 

return to their ordinary lives? What sort of legacies did the war leave in the region? 

Useful resources 

The following secondary sources might prove useful: 

Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: Britain and the First World War (Cambridge University Press, 

2008) 

Martin Stephen, The Price of Pity: Poetry, History and Myth in the Great War (Pen and Sword, 1994) 

John Stevenson, 1914-1918: The History of the First World War (Penguin, 2004) 

Deborah Thom, Nice Girls and Rude Girls: Women Workers in World War 1 (I.B. Tauris, 2000) 

Dan Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (Hambledon Continuum, 2007) 

John Turner, British Politics and the Great War (Yale University Press, 1992) 

Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: the Great War in European Cultural History 

(Cambridge University Press, 1998) 

Jay Winter and Antoine Prost, The Great War in History: Debates and Controversies (Cambridge 

University Press, 2005) 

 

Useful primary sources 

Primary research can be easily encouraged through use of the resources such as the many digitised 

collections now available such as newspapers. In addition, there is the KCC county archive collection, 

and the national collections available at the National Archives, the Imperial War Museum and the 

National Army Museum (which includes the Buffs collection at the National Army Museum). The 

University of Kent library, which is freely accessible, also has an extremely interesting collection. 

The digitised newspapers offer a very interesting angle, for not only do they often provide valuable 

snippets about individuals, they also offer the ability to explore perceptions, opinions and mood. 

Newspapers offer easily accessible ways to explore the war – what kinds of stories were given 

priority? What topics were addressed by readers’ letters? What items were advertised and 

promoted? Can much evidence of censorship be detected?  

There are a bewildering number of printed diaries and memoirs and novels, and these have often 

been rifled, sometimes highly subjectively by more recent authors to inform their own works. I 



would recommend the following as some of the most interesting and insightful (most have run to 

many different editions): 

Edwin Campion Vaughan, Some Desperate Glory (Frederick Warne, 1982) 

Frederic Manning, The Middle Parts of Fortune (Piazza Press, 1929) 

E. Sylvia Pankhurst, The Home Front (Cressett Library, 1987) 

Ethel Richardson, Remembrance Wakes (Heath Cranton, 1934) 

Sidney Rogerson, Twelve Days (Arthur Baker, 1932) 


